A role for glia in the action of electroconvulsive therapy.
In this article, we consider possible mechanisms of action for electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) based on evidence regarding cellular changes in affective and psychotic illnesses. Postmortem investigations of major depression and schizophrenia have revealed abnormalities in the number of neuronal and glial cells. Such cellular changes could indicate a perturbed balance between neurogenesis and neuronal death in the adult brain. Psychotropic drugs and ECT have been shown to stimulate neurogenesis, giving rise to the hypothesis that this generation of new cells mediates some of their therapeutic effect. A possible trophic effect on glial cells has not been examined. Since glial cells are essential for proper neuronal function, treatments that alter glial function would have significant effects on brain function. We suggest that the effectiveness of ECT is, in part, related to its effect on glial cells. This testable hypothesis may advance our understanding and treatment of psychiatric disorders.